Infectious etiology of vasculitis: diagnosis and management.
Vasculitides are a heterogeneous group of syndromes characterized by inflammation of the vessel wall. Several microbial pathogens have been known or suspected to cause vasculitis, and the development of molecular biology has promoted the search and confirmation of infectious agents in idiopathic vasculitis. Though several agents present primarily as an infectious process with vasculitis as an occasional manifestation, vasculitis may be the major manifestation of disease. Less definitive, and more controversial, is the role of infection and inflammation of the vessel wall in the pathogenesis of atherosclerotic disease. Clinical features can be nonspecific, and a high index of suspicion is required in order to make a diagnosis of vasculitis. Infection should always be excluded based on appropriate cultures and serologic assays, and, if confirmed, early and aggressive treatment should be instituted. However, in many instances, especially if there is a delay in the diagnosis, surgical intervention becomes necessary to treat the associated anatomic and physiologic sequelae.